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ACE Research Vignette #045: Are “Entrepreneurial Opportunities” a 
meaningful topic for entrepreneurship research? 
 
This series of research vignettes is aimed at sharing current and interesting research findings from our team of 
international entrepreneurship researchers. In this vignette, Professor Per Davidsson discusses research on 
“entrepreneurial opportunities”. A “Government Health Warning” is in place for this particular vignette: it mainly 
concerns matters internal to entrepreneurship research; however, reflective practitioners may find it to be of interest.  
Background and Research Question 
Fifteen years ago an influential research article suggested that much entrepreneurship research was incomplete because 
it focused too much on the people involved. It argued that what triggers entrepreneurial action and drives success is not 
just a matter of the people involved, but also contingent on the qualities of the entrepreneurial opportunities they pursue. 
Since then, research referring to “entrepreneurial opportunities” has mushroomed.  
This has improved entrepreneurship research in at least two ways. First, it has indeed reduced the exaggerated focus on 
“characteristics of entrepreneurs” that signified earlier (micro level) entrepreneurship research. Second, and perhaps 
more importantly, it has helped gearing the focus of entrepreneurship increasingly to the very early stages of the 
development of new business; the journey from first idea to the creation of an operating business (or the abandonment 
of the project after initial efforts suggest is will not fly). This pre-organisational, pre-market stage is something most other 
fields of research do not cover well, and therefore an area where entrepreneurship research has a chance to make unique 
and valuable contributions to new knowledge. 
“Entrepreneurial opportunity” is also an intuitively appealing concept. In fact, it is a notion that is hard to avoid in 
everyday conversations about entrepreneurship. Further, our experience shows that in each time period, entrepreneurs 
try new things and some of these new things turn out to be successful. This suggests that “entrepreneurial opportunities” 
must somehow have existed, which (with more or less creative work by the entrepreneurs) could be turned into 
successful businesses.  
However, fifteen years later we cannot claim we have very much solid and undisputed knowledge about where 
“opportunities” come from. Or what characteristics of “opportunities” make them attractive to different types of 
potential entrepreneurs. Or how these “opportunity” characteristics—by themselves and through their fit with the 
entrepreneur who is pursuing the “opportunity”—influence the outcomes of entrepreneurial initiatives. This somewhat 
limited rate of progress gives reason to ask the self-critical research questions: 
Is “entrepreneurial opportunity” too complex and/or elusive a notion to be a useful basis for systematic research? Are 
there perhaps better ways to capture and develop knowledge about those “things” we usually talk about in terms of 
“entrepreneurial opportunities”? 
How I investigated this 
I examined prior use of “entrepreneurial opportunity” by undertaking a systematic review of 210 research articles 
published in 16 leading research journals since year 2000, and which used “opportunity” in relevant ways in title, abstract, 
or assigned keywords. In order to broaden the investigation and the basis for developing alternatives I also sought 
inspiration from a large number of other sources.   
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What I found and concluded 
Rather than describing individual cases in full detail, academics develop theories. Good theories make abstractions that 
effectively summarise information of relevance to a large number of historical, current and future cases. A prerequisite 
for good theory is that the key terms used in the theory have clear and unambiguous meaning. A minimum requirement 
to achieve this is to carefully define all key terms. However, it turns out that only about 20 percent of the articles define 
“opportunity”. Further, those that define “opportunity” tend to define it very differently (one investigation concluded 
that researchers give “entrepreneurial opportunity” six distinctly different meanings). Suffice it here to say that at one 
extreme, opportunity is a confluence of objective and favourable external circumstances, which exist independently of 
the actions of the entrepreneur, prior to an entrepreneurial initiative. At another extreme, “opportunities” are 
synonymous to entrepreneurs’ subjective ideas about a desirable, future state, judged as feasible by that entrepreneur. 
Moreover, even those who define the term are frequently inconsistent in their use of “opportunity” within and across 
manuscripts. The root cause seems to be inherent problems with the “opportunity” notion; in particular its inescapable 
connotation of favourability. This begs the questions “when?”, “where?”, “for whom?” or “according to whom?” the 
entity at hand deserves the “opportunity” label—and also what we should do or conclude in cases where that entity is 
given up by the entrepreneur midway in the start-up process, or when the end result is more or less spectacular failure.  
My conclusion is that “opportunity” as a confluence of an array of pre-existing circumstances that correctly exploited 
would guarantee success, is an impossible notion to work with for empirical researchers. Researchers cannot identify, 
sample and measure such “things”. Further, even if we were to accept their existence, they do not coincide with what 
many entrepreneurs actually work on. I hold that to reach further with the many ideas previously discussed under the 
“opportunity” label we actually need three separate concepts: 
1. External Enabler for distinct, external circumstances like a new technology; significant deregulation; a socio-
demographic shift, etc. These can play an essential role in eliciting and/or enabling a variety of business 
development attempts by several entrepreneurs, but cannot a priori guarantee success in any individual case. 
2. New Venture Idea, for the contents (but not the favourability) of an “imagined future venture”, i.e., a future 
combination of a product/service offering; potential markets or users, and means of bringing this offering into 
existence. New venture ideas can be of any quality; they may turn out to be very good or terribly bad.  
3. Opportunity Confidence for  an individual’s evaluation—from negative to positive—of an External Enabler or a 
New Venture Idea as the basis for a new business. This partials out perceived favourability from (1) and (2). 
This re-conceptualization makes clear distinctions where conceptions of “opportunity” are blurred: between external 
conditions and subjective perceptions; between actor and the entity acted upon; between the contents and the 
favourability of the focal entity, and between explanatory factors and that, which is to be explained. 
Business and Policy Advice 
The above is mainly a problem for researchers. For the most part, practitioners can safely continue to talk about 
“opportunities” and the same probably goes for entrepreneurship educators. However, policy makers have reason to be 
wary when they compile and try to make sense of extant research on “entrepreneurial opportunities”. They may also 
want to think twice before making this notion a central concept in their own, policy-oriented research.  
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